
Clouds clear. Melanie Schiff’s new photographs are austere glances meandering down two paths; one being along 
the lines of the traditional still life and the other of vernacular landscapes. It is the juxtaposition between these two 
genres that compose a space attempting to deal with modes of organization split between the outside imposing ele-
ments of space and interior more personal attempts at placement in the light of shape relation. 
In “Untitled (still life with bones and cassettes)” Schiff arranges some cassette tapes amongst animal bones on a 
wooden tabletop. Some of the cassettes can be read, such as the Ciccone Youth one, while others are either too 
close or far away to be legible. Legibility of what the cassettes are is of marginal importance to how they corre-
spond with the bones they’ve been aligned with. The reference to still life traditions of seventeenth century Dutch 
painter Willem Claesz Heda with half of Schiff’s show carries plenty of merit. In comparison there is even a halved 
lemon in one of the photographs, granted it rests on the upturned cover of the self-titled Beatles white album, point-
ing toward a looming yet helpful lineage with Dutch painting tropes. Taking into account Nicephore Niepce’s early 
photographs of still-lifes the tables that the arrangements are set up on address a plane for presentation that con-
tains an anticipated interaction. Countered with Heda’s paintings where the table is at work, as in the photographs 
Niepce, the objects are arranged to establish relationships between the shapes of objects rather than the objects 
themselves. Here is where another still life in Schiff’s show uses similarity in objects to bring attention to these rela-
tionships, “Untitled(bowls and shells)” composed of a circle of small conch shells mixed in with bowls, as in head 
shop not pottery shop, on a lace doily arranged on a wooden surface. The shells camoflage the bowls and the 
bowls camoflague the shells in different glances working this way until their functional differences disappear and the 
primacy of shape is all that remains. 

The landscapes, much like “Landscape II” with the view from across an early morning graveyard of a tombstone like 
Sake Fifth Avenue, are culled from the vernacular. Certainly their subject is familiar as in the still life photographs, 
but the way they are organized as place is out of immediate control. Things get jumbled and are hard to read as 
depicted in “Landscape I” that carries less sinister affinities to “Forest 2001” by Jeff Wall, a photo currently dis-
played in the erratic “Strange Days” at the MCA. In “Landscape I” webs of branches interrupt a wooded scene that 
are further obscured by the fading light of dusk. Outside of the comfort where a still life can be set up and captured 
the world moves on blocking views, closing in on revered sites exterior to your control as in “Landscape II”. So 
where Wall sets up elaborate scenes for the photo made to appear spontaneous and “natural”, which is the very 
idea they interrogate through using photography, Schiff places what would be perceived as naturalness back to the 
landscape and the planning toward the still lifes. 

Having a sensitivity toward these genres and aware of how each one works Schiff wades between a capricious 
level of control and abandon, the vernacular and the specific. Moving on from her figure with bong photo, as seen 
on last summer’s Deluxe poster, Schiff has complicated her pictures with a compositional intelligence and compara-
tive sense of pictorial installation. 

(Terence J. Hannum is a Chicago based artist and critic who directs Panel-House.) 
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